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231. Notes of Meeting 1 


Washington, December 17, 1965, 9:41 a.m. 


PRESENT 

President, Rusk, McNamara, Bundy, Ball, Valenti 

(The following is taken from notes by Jack Valenti.) 

The meeting opened with a discussion of the visit of Prime Minister 
Wilson. 2 Then the President turned to Secretary Rusk, who had just 
returned from NATO, 3 and asked: 

Did you bring back any peace proposals: 

Rusk: No. After moving around in NATO, I find Wilson is a paragon 
of courage. The rest are doing nothing. I really can't see why the British 
can't put in men to support the Australians. 

President: Wilson is going to do nothing. He wants a DSC for fend- 
ing off his enemies in Parliament. I think this man Cameron's articles are 
having a large effect on this country. I wish I could see to the end of the 
gun barrel in Viet-Nam. 

The Viet Cong atrocities never get publicized. Nothing is being writ- 
ten or published to make you hate the Viet Cong; all that is being written 
is to hate us. 

Ball: There is a racial element in what we do to the North. It's not 
there when the North hits the South. 


’ ?? urce; Johnson Library, Meeting Notes File, December 17 Meeting on Vietnam, 
becret. The meeting was held in the Cabinet Room. McGeorge Bundy sent the President a 
Dnenng memorandum for this meeting, which reads in part: 

"Rusk and McNamara both believe that the most important question before us is that 
of peaceful actions before January. When last heard from, they were both strongly in favor 
~. e pause. Bob and I have been doing further work on the wider notion of a cease-fire in 
ah Vietnam. I do not know his views, but I continue to think we are not ready for this one 

xx kt , An0t , he ^ matter for discussion is Rusk's report on his European trip. Like Bob 
McNamara he has found the responses pretty thin on Vietnam. But it remains a good thine 
that he put our case as strongly as he did." (Ibid., National Security File, Country File, Viet- 
nam, High Level Comments Re Bomb Pauses) 

a 2 ,^ ar 2! d ^ dson , ardved in New York on December 15 to address the U.N. General 

Assembly. On December 16, he traveled to Washington for a formal meeting at the White 
House m the late morning. In the late afternoon, Wilson and Johnson met privately for 
almost two hours. (Ibid., President's Daily Diary) Wilson described his meeting with the 
President m A Personal Record, pp. 186-188. On Vietnam, Wilson recalled that he pressed 
Johnson for a suspension of the bombing to test North Vietnamese sincerity. Wibon also 
recalled that he warned the President that if the United States bombed Hanoi and Hai- 
phong' the United Kingdom would have to publicly disassociate itself from such action. 

Rusk attended the Ministerial Meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Paris 
December 14-16. 




November-December 645 


President: they do a far better propaganda job than we do. On NBC 
today it was all about what we are doing wrong. We've got to find some 
way to do another Baltimore speech.* Not desperate, but proper. Wilson 
says his line has been steady since the Baltimore speech. Wilson tells his 
opposition to bring the Viet Cong to a conference table and he'll produce 
the President. 

I'm willing to take any gamble on stopping the bombing if I think 
I've got somehope of something happening. We must evaluate this very • 
carefully. You have no idea how much I've talked to the Fulbrights and 
Lippmanns. They're not coming aboard. 

McNamara: We will increase bombing. It is inevitable. We must step 
up our attacks. 

President: (The President read an editorial by Norman Cousins.) 

Ball: I am holding an heretical view but I think the bombing in the 
North is having a negative effect. 5 

McNamara: We just don't know if we are hurting the North Viet- 
namese or the Chinese. We may be able to hurt them enough without 
400,000 men to make them behave differently. If we don't, what should 
we do? We shouldn't be doing anything that has a one-in-three chance. 

Perhaps a cease-fire in place. 

Bundy: Not now. It takes time. 

Rusk: It could cause the dissolution of South Viet-Nam. 

McNamara: Our military has a one-in-three success order. 

Bundy: I'm more optimistic. Our military is hurting them. 

Ball: No one can say. If we look hard at bombing in the North, it isn't 
producing a salutary effect. We started bombing: 

1) to raise morale 

2) to interdict supplies 

3) to get Hanoi to change its mind 

The first is not needed any more. Bombing hasn't served the other 
two reasons. We can restrict supplies only to a critical level, no lower. 

Obviously we are not breaking the will of North Viet-Nam. They are 
digging in. A hardened line. I was in charge of bombing surveys m World 
War n and bombing never wins a war. We are driving the North Vietnam- 
ese into a greater dependency on China— and boxing in the Soviets. We 
are also making plans for negotiation more difficult. 


* Reference is to Johnson's address at the Johns Hopkins University on April 7JFor 
text, see American Foreign Policy: Current Documents, 1965, pp. 848-852. See also vol. H, Doc 

lltferent view prepared joindy by DIA and CIA is in a 
Supplement, "An Appraisal of the Bombing of North Vietnam, December 12. (National 
Defense University, Taylor Papers, T-311-69) 
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I think the risks of escalation are very great — and the risk is in the 
North, not in the South. The one hope we have is to stop bombing and 
seize every opportunity not to resume. Meanwhile, (we should) conduct 
the war in the South with redoubled vigor. 

President: That has some appeal to me. The problem is the Chiefs go 
through the roof when we mention this pause. 

McNamara: I can take on the Chiefs. 

President: I don't think you can sell the American people on the mer- 
its of stopping the bombing. 

McNamara: The Navy and the Air Force are conducting 3,000 sor- 
ties in North Viet-Nam. There is no way to stop bombing in the North 
except as part of a political move. 

Rusk: On Ball's remarks, I don't think bombing has caused North 
Viet-Nam to escalate. They are determined to do so. 

We tell the Russians: you ask us to pause — we pause — now what 
would you do for us? 

McNamara: You need several of these moves. We had one pause; we 
need more. 

Bundy: Look at what would happen if there wasn't any bombing 
from the day before Christmas until the day after New Years. 

President: I have no objections. What are the objections? 

Rusk: The Russians need more time to get something on with the 
Chinese. 

McNamara: If the press asks us why no bombing, we answer we are 
increasing our effort in Laos and the South. 

Ball: Only 40 per cent of the missions are going on now. Concentrate 
in the South. 

President: Shouldn't we have someone moving throughout the 
world trying for peace? 

McNamara: All the time this is being done we will move toward 
increasing our forces in Viet-Nam. 

(President thinking — thoughtful, quiet, obviously concentrating 
deeply.) 

President: Is this what you want to explore with the Chiefs? 

McNamara: No, I need to know what you want. The Chiefs will be 
totally opposed. (Problem with Wheeler — he has eye trouble and needs 
to be operated on.) 

We decide what we want and impose it on them. They see this as a 
total military problem — nothing will change their views. They will 
answer: we are better off now with bombing than without it. 

President: We are there now because of the bombing. We wouldn't 
be there without it. 



McNamara: I know exactly what the arguments of the Chiefs are. 
Before you decide, I cannot deliver. After you decide, I can deliver. 

Rusk: Work on specific suggestions and get back to the President 
later. 

President: I am opposed to announcements of a pause. If you pick 
weather as an excuse and Christmas as a factor— the position of the allies 
also— take a poll where they say we are not doing enough to find peace. 

Take all this— try to sell our enemies that we want peace. We owe 
this to the American people. We can't do this if we are dropping bombs 
on the enemy. (Like Kosygin in Hanoi.) 

Anything with bombs is bad for the peace effort. Let' s put off bomb- 
ing until we can talk to others. 

Because of weather, receiving thousands more people, solidifying 
our position, we can have a pause. Let McNamara say to the Chiefs: 
we've got a heavy budget, tax bill, controls, danger of inflation, kill the 
great society. With all these things, we've got to make sure the diplomats 
can talk. They claim they can't talk with bombs dropping. Period: 22 
December through 22 January. 

Sometime during this period have Westmoreland and Lodge come 
here to the U.S.— or the President go to Honolulu— and look at it— letting 
the people know what we're doing. 

Then on the 23rd of January, tell the people where we stand. Mean- 
while, try to figure out how to cut losses. Don't believe that bombing will 
help us. 

They are right: the weakest«chink in our armor is public opinion. 
Our people won't stand firm— and will bring down the Government. 

We're going to suffer political losses. Every President does in off 
years But it is because of damn fool liberals who are crying about pov- 
erty (which funds I doubled in one year). But we need money for all these 
programs. How do you divide up this money? Every hangover Kennedy 
cohimnist is sniping about Johnson cutting off Great Society programs. 

The only man that helps me survive is Jim Webb. He is trying to 
reduce funds in his agency. Orville Freeman is a soldier— he's trying. 

Meeting ended at 11 a.m. 
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Meeting of December 17, 1965 

Cabinet Room > 

Present; President, Rusk, McNamara, Bundy, Ball, Valenti 
(The following is taken from notes by Jack Valenti.) 


President:! 


The Viet Cong atrocities never get publicized. Nothing is being written 
or published to make you hate the Viet Cong; all that is being written is 
to hate ,us. 

Ball: There is a racial element in what we do to the North. It’s not 

there when the North hits the South. 

President: They do a far better propaganda job than we do. On NBC 

today it was all about what we are doing wrong.) 


T»m willing to take any gamble orv stopping the bombing if I think JPyg 


got some hop e of somethmg’ ba-ppening. We must evaluate this very 
r-a T-pfniiy , Y ou have no idea how much Fve talked to the Fulb rights and 
LippmannS, They're not coming aboard. 

McNamara: We will increase bombing. It Is inevitable. We must step 

up our attacks. 

President: (The President read an editorial by Norman Cousins.) 
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sanitized 


Ball: t am holding a-radi^l^view but I think the bombing in the North 

is having a negative effect. 

McNamara- We just don't know if we are hurting the North Vietnamese 
- th TChi^ese. We may beable to hurt them enough with out 40CUIQ0 
to make thetfTBe gre'd&erently. If w e don't^ha lL shpul d we d o? 
wT~shc7oIdn r rbe doing anything that hasa one z ia = thrfee_cha^e . 


Perhaps a cease-fi re in place . <; 

Bundy: Not now. It takes time. 

disfalq'tVovv 

Rusk: It could cause the of South Viet- Nam. 



McNamara: Our military's a one-in-three success^grdjrg^ 


Bundy: r m more optimistic. Our military is hurting them. 

Ball: No one can say. If we look hard at bombing in the North, it 

^ sn it producing a salutary effect. We started bombing: 

1) to raise morale 

2) to interdict supplies ’ 

3) to get Hanoi to change its mind 

The first is not needed any more. Bombing hasn't served the other two 
reasons. We can restrict supplies only to a critical level, no lower. 

Obviously we are not breaking the will of North Viet-Nam. ' They are 
digging in. A hardened line. I was in charge of bombing surveys an 
World" War H and bombing never wins a war. We are driving the Norti . 
Vietnamese into a greater dependency on China — and boxing in the Soviets. 
We are also making plans for negotiation more difficult. 

I think the risks of escalation are very great -- and the risk is in the ^ 
North, not in the South. The one hope we have is to stop bombing and 
seizing every opportunity not to resume. Meanwhile, (We should) con “V 
duct tl”e war in the South with redoubled vigor. 


President: That has some appeal to me. T he problem is the_ Chi e fs 
throuI 7 T~the roof when we mention this pause. 


Ta-.oara: I can take on the Chiefs . 
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President: £donj tJ:hinI 

of stopping the bombing. 


>eople on the merits 


McNamara: The Navy and the Air Force are conducting 3, 000 sorties 

in North Viet- Nam. There is no way to stop bombing in the North 
except as part of a political move. 

Rusk: On Ball's remarks, I don't think bombing has caused North 

Viet-Nam to escalate. They are determined to do so. 

We tell the Russians: you ask us to pause — we pause -- now what 
would you do for us ? 

McNamara: You need several of these moves. We had one pause; 

we need more. 

Bundy: Look at what would happen if there -wasn't any bombing from the 
from the day before Christmas until the day after New Years. 


President: I have no objectis 


lat are the obje ctions ? 


Rusk: The Russians need more time to get something on with the 

Chinese. 

McNamara: If the press asks us why no bombing, we answer we are 

increasing our effort in Laos and the South. 

Ball: Only 40 per cent of the missions are going on now. Concentrate 

in the South. 

President: Shouldn't we have someone moving throughout the world 

trying for peace? 

McNamara: All the time this is being done we will move toward increas- 

ing our forces in Viet-Nam. 

(President thinking — thoughtful, quiet, obviously concentrating deeply.) 
President: Is this what you want to explore with the Chiefs? / 


McNamara: No, Lnged_tg. 

t-^ny opposed. (Problem 
to be operated on. ) 


with Wheeler --he has eye trouble and* needs 
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We decide what we want. ^-nd imp ose it on them. The y see this, as a total 
rn ili ta-ry problem — nothing will change their views. They will_aiias£ex; 
viFTare better off how with bot nbing ~ffiah without it. 

President: We are there now because of the bombing. We wouldn't be 

there without it. - 


McNamara: I kno w exactly what the argu ments of the Chiefs are. Before 

y ou decide. I cannot deliver. After yo n decid e, I can deliver . 

Rusk: Work on specific suggestions and get back to the President later. 

President: I am opposed to announcements of a pause. If you pick 

weather as an excuse and Christmas as a'factor — the position of the 
allies also — take a poll where they say we are not doing enough to 
find peace. 

Take all this -- try to sell our enemies that we want peace. We owe 
this to the American people. We can't do this if we are dropping bombs 
on the enemy. (Like Kosygin in Hanoi.) 

Anything with bombs is bad for the peace effort. Let's put off bombing 
until we can talk to others. 

Because of weather, receiving thousands more people, solidifying our 
position, we can have a pause. Let McNamara say to the Chiefs: we've 
got a heavy budget, tax bill, controls , danger of inflation, kill the great 
society. With all these things, we'wa_ got to maklY&e diplomats can t alk. 
They clai m theyc an't talk with bombs dropping. Period: 22 December 
through 22 January,, 


Sometime during this period have Westmoreland and Lodge come here to 
the U. S. -- or the President go to Honolulu — and look at it — letting 
the people know what we're doing. 

Then on the 23rd of January, tell the people where we stand. Meanwhile, 
try to figure out how to cut losses. Don't believe that bombing will help 


They are right: the weakest chink in our armor is public opinion. Our 

people wont stand firm -- and will bring down the Government. 

We're going to suffer political losses. Every President does in off years. 
But it is because of kkxromdBEikx damn fool liberals who are crying about 
poverty (which funds I doubled in one year). But we need money for all 
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these programs. How do you divide up this money? Every hangover 
Kennedy columnist is sniping about Johnson cutting off Great Society 
programs . 

The only man that helps me survive is Jim Webb. He is trying to reduce 
funds in his agency. Orville Freeman is a soldier --he's trying. 


Meeting ended at 11 a.m. 
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